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DEPARTMENT  OF  AGRICULTURE 
Office  of  the  Secretary 

Draft  Report— Establishment  of  USDA  Office  of 
Consumer  Affairs,  Procedures  To  Enhance 
Consumer  Participation 

agency:  U.S.  Department  of  Agriculture. 

action:  Request  for  Comments,  Draft  Report — 
Establishment  of  USDA  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs, 
Procedures  to  Enhance  Consumer  Participation. 

dates:  Comments  must  be  received  by  March  10, 1980. 

address:  Comments  should  be  addressed  to: 

Elizabeth  Webber,  Acting  Director,  Public 
Participation,  OBPE,  U.S.  Department  of  Agriculture, 
Office  of  the  Secretary,  Room  118-A,  Washington,  D.C. 
20250,  Phone  (202/447-2113). 

FOR  FURTHER  INFORMATION  CONTACT:  Dr.  Linley  Juers, 
Acting  Associate  Director,  Decision  System.  OBPE, 

U.S.  Department  of  Agriculture,  Office  of  the 
Secretary,  Room  118-A,  Washington,  D.C.  20250, 

Phone  (202/447-6667). 

Executive  Order  12160  adds  an  important  new 
initiative  to  the  development  and  administration  of 
USDA  programs. 

Under  Executive  Order  12044,  the  Department 
established  a  system  for  making  decisions  through  an 
orderly,  open  process.  The  Department’s 
decisionmaking  procedures  under  Executive  Order 
12044  place  emphasis  on  public  participation — 
involving  all  members  of  the  public  in  decisions.  The 
views  and  ideas  of  the  public  are  incorporated  into  the 
Impact  Analysis,  which  is  the  basis  for  the  decision. 
This  new  Executive  Order,  covering  the  enhancement 
and  coordination  of  consumer  programs,  supplements 
that  system  by  assuring  consumers — the  most  diverse 
population  group  affected  by  government  decisions — 
ample  opportunity  for  substantive  involvement  in 
USDA  decisionmaking. 

The  complexity  of  program  effects  on  consumers  and 
the  difficulty  of  getting  focused,  meaningful  comment 
and  information  from  consumers  in  the 
decisionmaking  process  points  up  the  need  for  this 
special  effort. 

Thus,  the  Department  is  establishing  an  Office  of 
Consumer  Affairs,  reporting  to  the  Secretary,  which 
will  establish  specific  guidelines  and  provide  oversight 
for  consumer  involvement  in  USDA  programs.  This 
will  include  assuring  consumers  are  informed  of 
procedures  and  actions,  that  they  are  provided 
opportunity  to  participate  and  that  consumer 
complaints  are  appropriately  and  efficiently  handled. 

USDA  has  procedures  and  staff,  both  at  the 
Department  level  and  in  each  agency,  to  insure  broad 
public  participation  in  all  decisions.  The  Office  of 
Consumer  Affairs  will  work  with  the  Department’s 
Public  Participation  staff  in  the  Office  of  Budget, 
Planning  and  Evaluation,  using  the  established 
procedures  to  provide  effective  involvement  of 
consumers  in  all  USDA  decisions. 


Dated:  November  23, 1979. 

Jim  Williams, 

Acting  Secretary. 

CONSUMER  AFFAIRS  OFFICE  AND 
RESPONSIBILITIES 

CONSUMER  AFFAIRS  PERSPECTIVE 

At  the  Department  level,  an  Assistant  to  the 
Secretary  for  Consumer  Affairs  will  be  appointed  to 
head  an  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs.  This  office  will 
consist  of  the  Assistant  to  the  Secretary,  functioning 
as  the  Director,  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  at  the 
Senior  Executive  level,  a  Deputy  Director  and  a 
secretary. 

The  responsibilities  of  the  office  will  include: 

•  General  oversight  of  the  Department’s  consumer 
outreach  and  involvement  actions  and  procedures 
including  establishing  Departmentwide  general  policy 
and  philosophy  on  involving  consumers  in  decisions 
and  programs. 

•  Authority  to  provide  policy  guidance  for 
informational  materials  on  consumer  affairs  prepared 
and  disseminated  by  the  Department  or  agencies. 
Working  with  the  Office  of  Governmental  and  Public 
Affairs,  establish  a  Departmentwide  consumer 
information  working  group  and  ensure  procedures  are 
established  so  that  relevant  notices  on  USDA  actions 
covering  consumer  issues  are  directed  to  consumers 
and  their  representatives. 

•  Chairing  a  public  advisory  committee  on  consumer 
affairs  established  to  advise  the  Secretary. 

•  Working  with  the  Decision  System  staff  of  the 
Office  of  Budget,  Planning,  and  Evaluation  to  ensure 
that  guidelines  and  working  procedures  require 
monitoring  of  consumer  impacts  and  assuring 
consumer  involvement  in  each  significant  decision. 

The  USDA  has  existing  procedures  for  monitoring 
Public  Participation  and  Impact  Analysis  including  a 
requirement  that  a  Decision  Log  be  submitted  at  the 
inception  of  each  decision  process.  The  Office  of 
Consumer  Affairs,  through  the  Office  of  Budget, 
Planning  and  Evaluation,  will  establish  guidelines 
which: 

— Require  that  Public  Participation  Plans,  prepared 
at  the  inception  of  actions,  show  specific  consumer 
involvement  initiatives:  and 

— Require  that  each  Impact  Analysis  address 
consumer  impact. 

•  Requiring  that  all  agencies  will  be  subject  to 
Department  guidelines  on  any  action  affecting 
consumers.  Specific  agencies,  with  significant 
consumer  program  impact,  will  be  required  to  have  a 
designated  Consumer  Affairs’  Specialist  reporting  to 
the  agency  Administrator.  The  size  of  agency  effort 
will  be  tailored  to  the  volume  of  program  actions  and 
degree  to  which  they  affect  consumers  and  be  set  up  to 
effectively  use  the  agency  information  and  analytic 
staff  in  meeting  their  responsibilities.  The  Assistant  to 
the  Secretary  for  Consumer  Affairs  must  approve  each 
agency’s  consumer  affairs  plan  and  staffing. 

•  Direct  liaison  with  program  Assistant  Secretaries 
and  USDA  agencies’  Administrators  to  assure  proper 
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communication  of  policies  and  guidelines  for  consumer 
involvement  and  for  monitoring  the  effectiveness  of 
agency  efforts. 

•  Regular  meetings  of  agencies’  Consumer 
Specialists  with  the  Assistant  for  Consumer  Affairs  to 
review  and  evaluate  agency  problems  and 
performance. 

CONSUMER  PARTICIPATION 

•  The  agency’s  Consumer  Specialist  will  monitor  the 
development  of  plans  for  analysis  and  public 
participation  on  each  decision  so  that  the  magnitude  of 
the  impact  and  particular  segments  of  the  consumer 
public  affected  are  known.  Having  identified  the 
affected  consumer  public,  the  Consumer  Specialist  will 
recommend  that  the  Public  Participation  Plan  include 
avenues  of  participation  (e.g.,  hearings,  special 
mailings)  which  will  facilitate  meaningful  input  from 
the  consumer  segments. 

•  The  Impact  Analysis,  which  provides  the  analytic 
base  for  each  decision,  will  contain  an  analysis  of 
consumer  impact  and  the  response  to  consumer 
comment.  On  decisions  where  there  is  no  consumer 
impact,  the  basis  for  determining  there  was  no 
consumer  impact  will  be  stated. 

•  The  Decision  system  staff,  in  the  Office  of  Budget, 
Planning  and  Evaluation,  through  its  decision  tracking 
and  clearance  procedures,  will  be  the  checkpoint  for 
assuring  that  the  guidelines  and  procedures,  as 
established  by  the  Consumer  Assistant’s  office,  are 
followed  by  the  agencies. 

•  Consumer  participation  will  take  place  at  all 
stages  of  USDA  rulemaking.  USDA  has  placed  strong 
emphasis  on  early  involvement  of  the  public  in  Public 
Participation  Plans.  Public  involvement  in  advance  of 
proposed  rulemaking  has  worked  well  in  several 
important  decisions.  Consumer  involvement  at  this 
prenotice  stage,  as  well  as  during  comment  periods  on 
proposed  rules,  would  be  built  into  Public  Participation 
Plans. 

•  The  number  of  forums,  special  efforts  and  level  of 
officials  involved  in  facilitating  consumer  involvement 
will  vary  from  year  to  year  depending  on  the  number 
and  significance  of  new  programs  or  legislation  being 
implemented.  For  example,  the  Food  Safety  and 
Quality  Service  has  six  meetings  and  hearings 
scheduled  in  connection  with  actions  already  in 
process.  Additional  proceedings,  not  yet  contemplated, 
will  undoubtedly  arise  and  occasion  added  forums. 

This  decision  must  be  based  on  the  usefulness  of 
hearings  or  meetings  to  consumers,  the  public  and  to 
the  best  resolution  of  issues,  rather  than  a  goal  of 
holding  a  stated  number  of  meetings.  Given  the 
number  and  diversity  of  programs  in  USDA,  this 
determination  will  have  to  be  the  result  of  continuing 
reviews  under  the  guidance  of  the  Consumer  Office 
working  through  agencies'  Consumer  Specialists.  Most 
significant  USDA  actions  affecting  consumers  would 
be  of  national  scope. 

•  The  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  will  develop  a 
manual  advising  consumers  how  to  participate  in 
USDA  actions,  and  work  with  the  Office  of 


Governmental  and  Public  Affairs  in  the  development 
of  a  communication  that  highlights  major  Department 
proceedings  and  consumer  issues. 

INFORMATIONAL  MATERIALS 

•  USDA  will  continue  to  publish  its  Decision 
Calendar  in  the  Federal  Register  twice  a  year,  as  at 
present,  and  will  make  it  available  to  consumers  and 
other  public  participants. 

•  Working  with  agencies  with  programs  having 
major  consumer  impact,  the  Department  will  establish 
periodic  publications  to  advise  consumers  and  the 
public  of  all  scheduled  hearings  and  meetings  open  to 
public  participation.  While  formats  may  differ,  these 
publications  or  notices  should: 

— Clearly  and  adequately  describe  the  issues, 

— Provide  focused  questions  or  issues  open  to 
comment, 

— Explain  how  and  when  consumer  input  should  be 
made,  and 

— Provide  a  contact  or  avenue  for  obtaining 
additional  information  or  clarification. 

EDUCATION  AND  TRAINING 

•  Training  of  agency  personnel  will  be  coordinated 
by  the  Assistant  to  the  Secretary  for  Consumer  Affairs. 

•  Training  of  agencies’  Consumer  Specialists  will  be 
under  the  overall  direction  of  the  Assistant  for 
Consumer  Affairs. 

•  Continuing  training  will  evolve  through  periodic 
meetings  of  the  Assistant  for  Consumer  Affairs  with 
all  Consumer  Affairs  Specialists.  These  meetings  will 
draw  on  agency  experience,  the  results  of  monitoring 
activities,  new  issues  and  constitute  a  continuing 
education  effort. 

COMPLAINT  HANDLING  FUNCTIONS 

The  Department  has  an  excellent  computerized 
correspondence  system  under  the  direction  of  the 
Department’s  Correspondence  Review  Officer  which  is 
a  basic  requirement  for  complaint  handling  and 
tracking.  Initiating  the  complaint  tracking  function 
requires  two  steps: 

•  Advising  the  public  of  the  establishment  of  a 
complaint  monitor  function  in  the  Department  and 
how  to  address  it.  The  Correspondence  Review  Officer 
in  the  Office  of  the  Secretary  will  develop  procedures 
for  coding  and  directing  complaints  and  establish 
Departmentwide  standards  for  monitoring  constructive 
response,  follow-up  actions,  timeliness  and  use  of 
complaint  information. 

•  Establish  a  consumer  complaint  monitoring 
function  in  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  under  the 
Deputy  Director  to  review  and  classify  varying  kinds 
of  substantive  consumer  complaints  and  monitor  the 
responsiveness  of  replies  and  follow-up  actions. 
Complaints  are  a  potentially  important  source  of 
analytic  and  program  evaluation  information.  The 
person  in  this  position  must  have  the  analytic  skill  to 
develop  and  use  the  information  received. 

The  existing  correspondence  system  has  the 
computerized  capability  of  directing  correspondence 
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for  reply,  tracking  the  status  of  response,  compiling 
data  on  the  volume,  and  timeliness  of  responses.  In 
addition  to  the  existing  subject  codes  used,  complaint 
categories  have  been  added. 

The  larger  agencies  of  the  Department  have  remote 
access  to  this  system.  The  tracking  of  complaints 
handled  by  agency  field  offices  may  require  that 
agencies  develop  their  own  subsystems  to  incorporate 
agency  complaint  handling  data  into  the 
Departmentwide  overview. 

Agencies  of  the  Department  vary  considerably  in  the 
degree  of  decentralization  of  control  over  field  offices. 
The  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs,  working  with  the 
Correspondence  Review  Officer,  will  establish 
procedures  and  guidelines  for  agencies  in  consumer 
complaint  handling,  monitoring  and  systematic 
reporting  procedures. 

OVERSIGHT 

The  Director  of  the  Office  of  Consumer  Affairs  will 
report  to  the  Secretary.  This  position  will  be  at  the 
Senior  Executive  level.  The  office  will  be  established 
organizationally  in  the  immediate  Office  of  the 
Secretary  and  charged  with  Departmentwide 
responsibilities  which  will  include: 

•  Establishing  operational  guidelines  for  consumer 
participation  in  USDA  decisions. 

•  Policy  guidance  for  procedures  and  informational 
materials  to  inform  consumers  of  their  opportunities  to 
effectively  participate  in  USDA  decisions. 

•  Supervise  and  monitor  consumer  complaint 
monitoring  in  USDA. 

•  Provide  advice  and  counsel  to  the  Secretary  and 
top  officials  of  the  Department  on  the  effectiveness  of 
consumer  participation  in  USDA  programs. 


PILLING  CODE  3410-01-M 
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Form  Approved: 

OMB  No.  116S7902! 

CONSUMER  RESPONSE  FORM  FOR  EXECUTIVE  ORDER  12160 

Dear  Consumer: 

The _ (agency)  wants  to  make  its  consumer  program  better  and 

more  responsive  to  you,  the  consumer.  We  would  like  your  thoughts  and  suggestions  for  improving 
our  proposed  consumer  program.  Please  help  us  by  answering  the  following  questions: 

1.  Which  of  the  following  statements  best  describes  your  interest  in  our  consumer  program? 

□  I  am  interested  in  it  as  an  individual  consumer. 

□  I  am  concerned  about  it,  because  I  represent  a  public  interest  consumer  group. 

□  I  am  concerned  about  it,  because  I  represent  a  private  company  or  organization. 

2.  After  reading  about  our  consumer  program,  do  you  think  you  understand  how  it  works? 

□  Yes,  it  is  clear  and  I  understand  it. 

□  Yes,  I  understand  most  of  it. 

□  No.  Much  of  it  is  not  clear  to  me. 

3.  Part  of  our  consumer  program  sets  up  ways  for  consumers  to  help  us  make  policies  and  rules. 

Do  you  feel  our  program  makes  it  easier  for  you  to  participate? 

□  Yes. 

□  No.  Why? _ 

4.  Our  proposed  consumer  program  outlines  how  w-e  plan  to  get  information  out  to  consumers. 

How  adequate  do  you  think  our  plan  is? 

□  It  seems  adequate. 

□  It  is  not  adequate.  Why? _ 

5.  We  want  to  make  it  easy  for  consumers  to  bring  their  problems  to  our  attention.  Our  proposed 
program  tells  how  we  intend  to  handle  complaints  from  consumers.  How  good  is  our  plan? 

□  Adequate. 

□  Not  adequate.  Why? _ 

6.  After  reading  our  proposed  consumer  program,  do  you  know  whom  or  which  office  in _ 

_ (agency)  to  contact  if  you  have: 

A  complaint?  □  Yes.  □  No. 

A  general  question  about  the  agency?  □  Yes.  □  No. 

A  question  about  how  to  take  part  in  agfency  proceedings?  □  Yes.  □  No. 

7.  Do  you  know  who  or  which  office  in _ (agency)  speaks  for  the 

consumer?  □  Yes.  □  No.  Any  suggestions  for  improvement? _ 

8.  Do  you  have  any  suggestions  for  improving  our  consumer  program? 

□  No. 

□  Yes,  in  the  following  areas: 

Consumer  participation _ 

Informational  materials _ _ _ _ _ 


Complaint  handling 
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4  Other  comments  or  suggestions?  (Use  additional  pages,  if  necessary.) 


(Your  name) 


(Your  address) 


(City,  state,  zip) 

SEND  THIS  FORM  DIRECTLY  TO  THE  AGENCY  PROPOSING  THE  PROGRAM  ON 
WHICH  YOU  ARE  COMMENTING 

(FR  Doc.  79-3Wi56  Filed  12-7-79;  8:45  am] 

BILLING  CODE  3410-01-C 


